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	1. Chapter 1

"She's creepy," Gale told Katniss before first period. They were outside her locker at the intersection of the A-wing and the B-wing. "I feel like every time I happen to look at her, she's staring at me."

"Maybe you're imagining it? I see both of you everyday and I've never noticed it."

Gale scoffed. "And you're the most observant person all of a sudden? Mellark practically drooled over you for years and you never realized he liked you until he asked you out. Anyways, _I_ think she's a creep, what with her weird school-marmy-meets-lolita sense of style. Could you maybe tell her to stop? Or that I'm not interested? Just thinking about her eyes gives me chills." Gale mock-shivered and Katniss frowned at Gale's comment about Madge's style. Sure she was a junior in high school who wore her hair in perfect ringlets tied with a ribbon. Sure she wore poofy knee-length tutu-like skirts. Sure she liked to wear turtlenecks and pearl-buttoned cardigans with said tutu skirts. Madge's style was…unique, and Katniss loved Madge for it. It was part of what made Madge, well Madge. Gale rubbed his face tiredly. "Please, Katniss?"

She sighed.

"I guess I could drop a hint or something, but I really don't think she likes you like that anyway."

"Well, I think she does, and I don't want her to. It's uncomfortable how she's always so cheery and eager when we talk."

Katniss scowled at Gale's snubs and was about to reprimand him when the warning bell rang. She quickly said goodbye to Gale and headed towards her next class. As she turned the corner, she saw a familiar blonde ringlet-ed poofy-skirt-wearing figure scurrying away.

"Madge!" Katniss called. Madge didn't turn around. "Wait up, Madge!" Katniss jogged to catch up with her. When Madge finally turned around, her face was flushed and her eyes were watery.

"Madge! What's wrong?"

"Nothing!" Madge answered quickly, her voice but higher than usual. "I think I'm getting seasonal allergies or something." She swiped at her eyes. "I'm just gonna run to the bathroom really quick. See you at lunch?" She ran off before Katniss could even respond.

"Was that Madge?" Katniss's boyfriend, Peeta Mellark, appeared as Katniss watched Madge's retreating back. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pressed a quick kiss to her temple.

"Yeah. I'm not really sure what's happened, but she seems off." Katniss paused for a beat."You don't think Madge has a thing for Gale, do you?"

"No,"

Katniss breathed a sigh of relief.

"I'm _sure_ Madge has a thing for Gale."

"What?" Katniss exclaimed. "How do you know? Did she tell you?"

"Well," Peeta began. "Have you seen the way she looks at him? She kinda reminds me of myself sometimes, all those years I spent watching you from afar when you didn't even know I existed…" Katniss shoved Peeta's arm away from her shoulders and turned to stare at him, eyes round as saucers.

"Oh crap."

"What?"

"She heard us."

"Who?"

"Me and Gale. He told me he thought she was creepy and made fun of the way she dressed. He told me to tell her he wasn't interested." Katniss smacked her forehead and groaned. "I'm so stupid! I never even noticed! I'm a terrible friend."

Peeta patted her arm. "There there. You're not stupid, just oblivious."

Katniss groaned again and went to go look for Madge in the bathroom.

-00000000000000000-

Madge felt her tears slowly subside as she sat in a stall in the girls bathroom. The more she thought about it, the less sad and the more frustrated she became.

Gale Hawthorne was an ass. An ass who had dreamy gray eyes and looked like he belonged in a freaking shampoo commercial. As she sat in that stall in the second floor B-wing girls bathroom, Madge wanted nothing more than to slap that lazy smirk off Gale's beautiful face.

Who was he to insult her clothes? Call her a creep? This was a free country: she could look at who she wanted.

But that was just it. Madge _didn't_ want to stare. Somehow, her eyes were just _drawn_ to Gale, like protons attracted to his negativity. Literally. In the years she had been friends with Katniss, Gale had never said one nice thing to her. Sure, he also hadn't been mean outright, but he was always coldly taciturn, borderline pugnacious. She wasn't even sure why she liked him.

Madge laughed a little at her own silliness and helped herself to a generous ribbon of toilet paper. She blew her nose noisily and stood up. He didn't deserve her attention anyway.

As Madge emerged from the stall, Katniss entered the bathroom. She hurled herself at Madge, wrapping her arms around her.

"I'm so sorry! I should have known-don't worry about him, Madge, he's an idiot."

"It's okay. After all, I didn't tell you." Madge stood stiffly in Katniss's arms.

"What's wrong?" Katniss asked, pulling away to look at Madge. "You're mad, aren't you?"

Madge laughed. "No, I just haven't washed my hands yet."

"Who cares?" Katniss paused. "You didn't actually use the bathroom, though, right?"

"No...but I did blow my nose." Katniss sighed and hugged Madge again.

"Whatever. I can deal with some Madge-snot." The two girls giggled and Madge hugged Katniss back

"I'm going to pummel Gale to a pulp later,"

"Don't," Madge whispered. "I don't want him to know."

-0000000000000000-

Gale peered warily into the cafeteria. He searched the crowd of students for those familiar blue eyes that were always watching his every move. Surprisingly, Madge was nowhere to be found. Katniss wasn't there either, he noted with dismay.

It wasn't that he still liked her, or at least he didn't think so. He no longer felt like punching Peeta when he saw them together. He would even go so far as to admit, albeit reluctantly, that Peeta was a nice guy. Nowadays, Katniss was more like a younger sister and a friend that he wanted to keep an eye on. Figuring that Katniss was off somewhere with Madge or with Peeta, he took his lunch tray and strode over to his friends.

"Sup, bro," Thom grinned as Gale sat down. "I see your little fan isn't here today." Gale groaned.

"Don't remind me. I asked Katniss to help me out, so I hope that's the end of it. It's _weird_." Thom's smile grew.

"I wouldn't mind having a pretty girl like Madge Undersee stare at me. So what if she's a bit old-fashioned? It's cute."

"Ugh, please. You don't know what it feels like to be under constant surveillance. I'm telling you, she isn't normal." Gale took a bite of his hoagie.

"So you'd be okay with it if I asked her to Winter Formal after break?" Thom blurted out suddenly. Gale nearly choked on his food.

"Madge? Undersee?" he asked incredulously. He shook his head. "If you're into stalkers-in-the-making, go ahead. I don't know why you're even asking me."

The rest of the meal passed uneventfully, but Gale had an unsettled feeling at the pit of his stomach.

Eh, it was probably just the school's wonky lunch meat.


	2. Chapter 2

Katniss sat at the mall food court reading fanfiction on her phone while waiting for Madge to arrive. The mall was overrun by holiday shoppers and students on winter break. Katniss had begged Madge to go to Winter Formal because she hated the thought of Madge being down and alone while she was out having a good time with Peeta. After a lot of wheedling and effuse insistence that she wouldn't be a third wheel, Katniss had convinced Madge to go. Katniss just hoped that they would find dresses for Winter Formal quickly, because she hated shopping almost as much as she hated malls.

"Hey Katniss," Madge said a bit breathlessly. "Sorry I'm late."

"You're fine." Katniss replied, sticking her phone in her pocket. "Where do you wanna start?"

Madge suggested a nearby department store, and Katniss agreed. Katniss was on a budget and did not want to spend a fortune on a gown from a specialty boutique. She wondered why Madge, the wealthy mayor's daughter, wanted to shop there. She soon forgot the matter as they stepped into the dress section, overwhelmed by the seemingly endless choices. Gowns of every length, style, and color hung from shiny metal bars, surrounded by the smell of overly strong perfume mixed with the desperation of girls doing last-minute dress shopping.

Surprisingly, she and Madge found dresses they liked within an hour. Katniss chose a long gown that reminded her of fire. It was figure-hugging with a cut-in high neckline and made of a slinky crimson material. Madge chose a short silver dress with a sweetheart neckline and several gauzy petticoats. Katniss was a bit surprised at Madge's choice. It certainly wasn't scandalous, but it showed much more skin than any of Madge's other clothes and was decidedly less frilly.

As they stood in line to check out, Katniss noticed Madge fidgeting.

"I want to change my image," Madge blurted suddenly. She looked at Katniss "I don't want to be that weird girl who looks like a creepy china doll anymore." Madge stared at the floor. "Will you help me?"

Katniss paused. The line inched along, but she stayed where she was.

"Why?" she asked slowly. "For Gale?"

After a moment, Madge shook her head.

"At first I entertained grandiose plans of winning Gale's affections and then rejecting him. Publicly." Katniss snorted and Madge's mouth twisted into a wry grin. "But that just isn't realistic. I think I'm ready for a change, to try something new. I mean, your teen years are the time to experiment, aren't they? To discover who you are?"

Katniss surveyed Madge's pleading expression warily.

"Well, as long as it's what _you_ want, I'm in."

They paid for their dresses and headed to other parts of the department store. Neither of them really knew what was "in," so Katniss helped Madge undress mannequins to try on the outfits they displayed. She even braved entering the cosmetics section with Madge, where the salesgirl, sensing their fear and panic at the innumerable shades of brown eyeshadow, had helped them pick basic makeup supplies. As she and Madge watched makeup tutorials online, brand-new makeup in hand, Katniss pondered the life's greatest mysteries, such as exactly what purpose skin-colored eyeshadow served.

-00000000000000000-

Now was the winter of Gale's discontent. He had spent winter break relaxing, sleeping in and playing video games. Rested and refreshed, Gale had returned to South Panem High School only to be greeted by a big fat D on his last test in first period Spanish class.

"But Señora! How can this be possible? Is there anything I can do to raise my grade? Like an extra credit project or something?" he had exclaimed, but his protestations fell upon deaf, or rather, unwilling, ears.

"Lo siento, no entiendo inglés," Señora Lopez had responded, frustrating Gale further. He repeated his question in Spanish, but she simply told him to study more for the next test. Now what would he do? His near-perfect GPA would be ruined if he got a low grade is Spanish. He had worked too hard all throughout high school to sacrifice his GPA now, in the second quarter of his senior year.

So Gale found himself at the library, signing up for a student tutor. He couldn't afford to pay for a tutor, and the student tutors at South Panem High were required to be juniors or seniors ranked at the top of their class, so he figured it was the next best thing.

"Excuse me?" Gale asked Ms. Trinket, the librarian and advisor of the tutoring club. "Do you have the tutoring sign up sheet?"

"Of course, dearie! Here you are." She produced a sheet of paper with a table on it from her brightly colored paisley-printed folder and slid over the counter to Gale. He scanned the page.

The table was organized with the names of tutors and the subjects that they taught going down one side and time slots across the other. Gale scanned the list, looking for the AP Spanish tutor.

Oh.

It was her. Madge Creepersee. How the hell was she the AP Spanish tutor? She was a blond-haired blue-eyed _junior_ who, as far as he knew, had lived in Panem all her life. Gale cringed as he thought of Madge's unblinking gaze and eerily enthusiastic tone. He really didn't want to deal with that, but as he weighed his options he realized he'd just have to suck it up and deal. Spending time with a girl who had a slightly unsettling crush on him was worth maintaining his GPA. Quickly, before he could think too much, Gale scrawled his name into a box and left the library.

Now if only Wednesday would never come.

-0000000000000000-

She heard whispers all around her.

"Have you seen Madge?"

"She looks so much better!"

"Why the sudden change?"

"I love her hair."

South Panem High School was quite a large school, but when the town mayor's nondescript (though somewhat strange) daughter showed up dressed to the nines, the school took note.

Madge had chosen her best I-look-great-without-really-trying outfit for the first day back from break. She wore dark-washed skinny jeans tucked into ankle high boots with a wine red handkerchief-hem knit top. Since it was January, she wore a new fur-trimmed navy blue parka over the entire ensemble. Gone were her perfectly coiffed ringlets, and in their place were soft, tousled waves. Sparkly champagne eyeshadow dusted her lids and her lips were painted a reddish mauve. People loved the new glam-Madge, and she wondered why she hadn't made the change earlier.

Granted, she had put in a lot of effort to achieve her effortless look, but Madge was willing to wake up an hour earlier to get this type of response. People she hadn't spoken to since elementary school greeted her in the hallways. Her friends showered her with compliments. Boys (who had never even noticed her before) actually looked at her. Madge wasn't quite used to all the attention, but her confidence level was through the roof and she was thoroughly enjoying it. Her newfound confidence led her to venture (a bit) out of her comfort zone and offer her opinions in class or strike up a conversation with a classmate whom she had never talked to before.

At the end of what had been a very good day, Madge stood at her locker packing up. As she shoved notebooks and textbooks into her bag, she felt a light tap on her shoulder. She turned to see a rather nervous-looking Thom. He glanced at her, quickly, and seemed surprised.

"Oh, sorry. I thought you were someone else. I'll just go-" he began to walk off.

"Wait! Thom! Who are you looking for?" Thom turned back around, and stared, looking even more surprised.

"Madge?" he exclaimed incredulously. "You look different." Madge raised an eyebrow. "I mean, not bad different, good different. I can't believe I didn't recognize you." He grinned crookedly. "You. I mean, I was looking for you."

"Oh." Madge was stumped. Why was Thom looking for her? They had been friendly acquaintances ever since they had been lab partners in biology class last year, but they hadn't really talked much beyond pleasantries and hellos.

"I was just wondering if you would, would go to Winter Formal with me?" He blushed, running a hand through his short dark hair and pushing up his glasses. Madge was stared at him open-mouthed. This had never happened to her before,and she didn't know what to say or do. Thom began to fidget nervously. "U-unless you already have date or if you don't want to go with me-"

"Of course," she interrupted.

"Oh." Thom looked crestfallen. Madge realized how he could have misunderstood and rushed to correct herself.

"Of course I'll go with you, not of course I don't want to, silly," Madge couldn't help but smile when she saw the grin erupt on his face. "You don't mind if we double with Katniss and Peeta, do you?"

"Nah, they're cool." Thom and Madge continued to chat and catch up while they walked. When they reached the entrance near the student parking lot, Thom waved goodbye and headed towards his car. Madge continued walking. She was going to be picked up by her father's secretary today. As she made her way to the main entrance, she saw a familiar flashily dressed figure.

"Hi, Ms. Trinket!" Ms. Trinket turned around and smiled, hobbling over to Madge in her six-inch hot pink stilettos.

"Hello, Madge! Why, don't you look pretty today! Heading home?"

"Actually, I'm going straight to a piano lesson."

"Really? Then I won't keep you long. I just made copies of this month's tutoring calendar. Here's a copy now so I don't forget to give you one later." Ms. Trinket fished a stack of papers out of her large turquoise tote bag and handed Madge a sheet. "A new student signed up for Spanish tutoring today. He'll be coming in on Wednesday."

Madge glanced down at the schedule and saw with horror the name that had been scribbled into the Wednesday box.

Gale Hawthorne.


	3. Chapter 3

Katniss sighed, poring over her physics textbook that was open on the counter before her. One minute the book warned her of the perils of forgetting to consider friction and the next it insisted that friction didn't exist. Her head was beginning to swim when the bell on the door jingled.

"Hi, welcome to The Ho-oh hey Peeta," Katniss was working a shift at her part-time job as a cashier at The Hob. It was a cheap pizza place run by her neighbor, an old lady whom everyone addressed as "Aunt Sae." Peeta often came to visit her while she was at work. Although most employers would frown upon Peeta's frequent visits, Aunt Sae was delighted by Peeta's friendly demeanor and by the amount of pizza he bought each time he came.

"Hey, Aunt Sae," he called, smiling broadly at the old woman in the kitchen before sidling up to the counter.

"Hi, _Katniss_," he began, making a big show of squinting at her nametag. "I'll have two large slices of pepperoni and a medium fountain drink," he said, making a show of fishing his wallet out of his pocket. Katniss rang up his order.

"Do you want any sides? We have french fries, onion rings, tater tots…" she trailed off.

"As a matter of fact, I think...I'll take a side of you too." Peeta wore a goofy grin and leaned over the counter towards her. She pushed his waiting lips away disgustedly, a half smile and a blush adorning her face. Aunt Sae chuckled a low gravelly laugh as Peeta sighed loudly and began to count his money.

"Aw, Katniss, show the poor boy some love, won't ya?" Aunt Sae yelled from the kitchen.

"He's no poor boy, Aunt Sae; after all he spends at least five dollars on your pizza almost everyday." Aunt Sae chuckled harder at that, and Katniss put Peeta's money into the cash register. She then grabbed the spatula and unceremoniously plonked two slices of pepperoni pizza on a plate. "Here," she said holding out the plate and an empty cup. He took them and placed them on a nearby table, before coming back to the counter.

"Now what?" Katniss demanded, continuing their banter.

"Actually Katniss, I have something to tell you." Peeta started quietly, the goofy grin replaced with a grim expression. "You know how my mom left us five years ago, right?" Katniss nodded. She had never met the former Mrs. Mellark, but she remembered seeing the woman at school events. Her own mother was absent-minded and occasionally unintentionally neglectful, but Mrs. Mellark was much worse. According to Peeta, she was prone to violent mood swings. "Well, she's back."

"What? With you? Why?" Peeta grimaced.

"She's not staying with us at the house, but apparently she had some revelation while she was gone and wants to be a better mother to us."

"Isn't that… good? What's the catch?" Katniss frowned, concerned.

"Ah. That's exactly it. There is a catch. She wants to fight Dad for custody."

Katniss' breath caught. "There's no way she'd win. She walked out on you guys. She would probably revert back to her old self seconds after she took you guys home with her." She grabbed Peeta's hand.

"I know," Peeta sighed, smiling a bit at their clasped hands. "Dad is doing a great job, and we have a steady income coming in from the bakery. Hank and Sam are legal adults already, so I'm the only minor, and I'm old enough to tell a judge who I want to live with." Peeta looked up at her. "I'm just gonna have to go down to the capital a lot to talk to social workers and such. You might not see much of me for the next few weeks, and I didn't want you to worry." Suddenly, the bell on the door tinkled.

"Katniss, you won't _believe_ what happened to me today." Madge walked into the Hob a bit breathlessly. "Oh hi Peeta. I'm not interrupting anything, am I?"

"Nah, you're fine," Peeta said, smiling easily. "What happened to you?"

"Oh! I have a date to Winter Formal!" Madge proceeded to tell Katniss and Peeta what had happened to her. As Madge was telling Katniss about tutoring Gale, Katniss's phone rang loudly.

"Hello? Prim?" She paused, listening to her sister. She turned to look at Peeta and Madge. "I'm really sorry, but can either of you pick Prim, Posy, and Vick up from school? Their after school activities were cancelled." Katniss's eyes widened as she remembered that Gale was working and that Rory had basketball practice. "They also need some kind of supervision until around six."

"I can,"

"No problem,"

Madge and Peeta looked at each other for a second. Peeta cleared his throat. "Why don't we go together? I don't think either one of us can handle three elementary school kids by ourselves anyway."

"Okay." Madge agreed, nodding. "Your car or my car?"

"I took the bus here, so your car." Madge and Peeta put on their coats. Katniss watched her friends bundle up, and felt incredibly lucky to have them.

"Thanks so much guys, I owe you."

"You don't owe me anything. Friends don't keep score on favors," Madge grinned. "Let me go get my car so Doughboy here doesn't have to freeze walking through the parking lot." Peeta swatted at her arm, and she left laughing.

"Really, thank you, Peeta," Katniss said again. "And don't worry about your mom. Everything is going to work out just fine." Peeta smiled at her. A horn beeped from outside the shop. Peeta turned to go, but Katniss caught his wrist. Leaning over the counter, she gave him a quick kiss.

"There you go, Katniss!" came a raspy voice from the kitchen.

"Aunt Sae!" Katniss exclaimed, her face growing warm. Peeta laughed as he waved, already halfway out the door.

-00000000000000000000000-

_Posy, Vick, + Prim r Peeta's house. Their activities were cancelled. Pick Posy + Vick up by 6._

Katniss had texted him a few hours ago. He just finished his shift at the local grocery store, so he had about ten minutes to get to Peeta's house. He pulled out his phone and entered the address Katniss had sent him into Google maps. After studying his map, he hopped into his beat-up lemon which he had affectionately named Old Bessie, and headed down the road.

Peeta's house was cute cookie-cutter house surrounded by identical houses painted in different colors. Gale double checked the address before heading towards the front porch and ringing the doorbell.

"Hey Gale," Peeta said, opening the door. "Come on in."

Gale followed Peeta into his house. It wasn't large, but it was nice, with glossy hardwood floors and a renovated kitchen. Peeta lead him through the kitchen into the living room, where Vick was drawing and Posy lay fast asleep on the couch.

"Thanks, Peeta." He leaned over to pick Posy up. "What happened to her hair?" Posy's normally straight brown hair had been twisted and braided into an elaborate updo, and small, loose curls framed her little face.

"Madge was here earlier. She helped me take care of the kids, but her family has some rule about being home by dinnertime so she left half an hour ago."

"Oh." Gale didn't know what else to say, so he scooped Posy up. "C'mon, Vick." Vick packed up his pencil case and followed Gale out.

After thanking Peeta again at his doorstep, Gale made his way to Old Bessie.

"Open the door for me, Vick," Gale placed Posy into her booster seat gently, trying not to wake her. As he fastened her seatbelt, she seemed to stir.

"Madge, come see...like a princess." She shifted uncomfortably and settled down again, her face cradled by the seatbelt. A small smile appeared on her face, and Gale's heart melted. Gale shut the door and Vick scrambled into the backseat. He got into the driver's seat and sighed.

Maybe he was a little harsh when he had said she was abnormal. But then the thought crossed his mind that maybe Madge was kind to Posy because she was trying to get to _him_.

Ugh, he sounded like a self-absorbed rubbed his jaw and shook his head before coaxing Old Bessie to life.


End file.
